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Editorial
We are thrilled to present this special issue of the Journal of Social Computing, entitled “Technology Ethics in Action:
Critical and Interdisciplinary Perspectives”.
This special issue interrogates the meaning and impacts of “tech ethics”: the embedding of ethics into digital
technology research, development, use, and governance. In response to concerns about the social harms associated
with digital technologies, many individuals and institutions have articulated the need for a greater emphasis on ethics
in digital technology. Yet as more groups embrace the concept of ethics, critical discourses have emerged questioning
whose ethics are being centered, whether “ethics” is the appropriate frame for improving technology, and what it means
to develop “ethical” technology in practice.
This interdisciplinary issue takes up these questions, interrogating the relationships among ethics, technology, and
society in action. This special issue engages with the normative and contested notions of ethics itself, how ethics has
been integrated with technology across domains, and potential paths forward to support more just and egalitarian
technology. Rather than starting from philosophical theories, the authors in this issue orient their articles around the
real-world discourses and impacts of tech ethics—i.e., tech ethics in action. In many cases, this focus derives from the
authors’ own engagements with tech ethics as scholars, practitioners, and activists.
This special issue emerged from the Ethical Tech Working Group at the Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society
at Harvard. The working group was co-founded in 2017 by Mary Gray and Kathy Pham, two trailblazers in embedding
ethics, responsibility, and justice into technology. Every contributor in this special issue was a regular participant in
the Working Group’s weekly meetings between 2017 and 2020.
After its founding, the Ethical Tech Working Group quickly blossomed into a flourishing, interdisciplinary, and
welcoming community. It became a hub of trust, respect, and friendship. Weekly meetings were structured to provide
everyone with a platform and to welcome newcomers. We began by having everyone in the room introduce themself
and answer the question: “What is on your mind in terms of ethics and technology this week?” Our discussions explored
technology ethics through lenses that include art, anthropology, communications, computer science, divinity, history,
labor, law, race and gender studies, philosophy, political science, and STS (science, technology, and society). We
aimed to recognize and honor everyone’s perspective and knowledge, gaining an understanding across fields and
viewpoints. It was a common occurrence to hear: “You just said [this word]. What does that word mean to you? Because
it means something different to me.”
The articles in this issue reflect this spirit of community and dialogue: each article represents its author’s distinct
perspective yet is simultaneously deeply informed by conversation with the other members of the Ethical Tech
Working Group.
The articles in this special issue are split across two sections. The first section begins with the introduction to the
special issue: Ben Green summarizes recent developments and challenges in tech ethics, suggesting the need to study
tech ethics through a sociotechnical lens. The rest of the first section focuses on the value and limits of ethics for
improving digital technology. With its connections to philosophy and connotations of moral behavior, ethics appears
well-suited for improving the development and applications of digital technology. Moral philosophy indeed sheds light
on the normative principles and obligations that arise in complex sociotechnical contexts. Yet the superficial and
legitimizing role that ethics often plays in digital technology and other domains suggests that ethics may suffer from
significant shortcomings as an organizing principle for reform. Diagnosing the contours of these limits is thus an
essential task for achieving more just technologies moving forward.
Jasmine E. McNealy sets the stage for the particular frames and terms used to discuss ethics, describing several
frames that provide vague and misleading promises and calling for counternarratives. Lily Hu draws parallels between
ethics and the history of human rights, suggesting the need to be suspicious of moral language that evades political
and ideological battles. Ben Green advocates for an explicit embrace of politics instead of ethics, articulating how the
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field of data science can productively evolve toward a politics of social justice. Elettra Bietti reflects on critical
discourses about tech ethics, laying out a philosophically informed middle ground between “ethics-washing” and
“ethics-bashing”. Salomé Viljoen analyzes calls to embrace law rather than ethics, describing how the law (much like
ethics) is a terrain of contestation and how the law has structured the ethical crises in tech.
The second section (to be published in Issue 4) considers broader frames and strategies, beyond the explicit label
of tech ethics, for improving digital technology. The limits of tech ethics indicate a need to expand the scope of ethical
analysis of technology, not to abandon ethical analysis altogether. Doing so broadens the focus beyond technology
design to consider the entire lifecycle, infrastructure, and governance of sociotechnical systems, thus opening up new
terrains for contestation and action. On this view, many of the central problems related to technology ethics are less
problems of technology itself than problems connected to broader social and political injustices. Exploring how these
larger contexts shape technology—and how to reform them—is therefore essential to a more expansive approach to
remediating the impacts of digital technologies. This section moves from interventions focused on design processes
to broader reorientations of pedagogy, culture, and institutions.
Luke Stark introduces Apologos as a method for eliciting ethics, norms, and human values in sociotechnical design
processes on a compressed time scale. Aden Van Noppen describes how tech companies can improve technology design
by adopting practices of spiritual care. Joanne Cheung draws an analogy between the financialization of land and the
financialization of social media, emphasizing the need to focus on business models (in addition to design decisions)
and describing possibilities to steward social networks in the public interest. Jonnie Penn challenges the myth of
automation, describing how the pursuit of digital automation systematically extracts human labor and proposing the
corrective of “algorithmic silence”. Jenny Ungbha Korn calls for a critical tech ethics that embraces critical race
theory, intersectional feminist theory, and critical race feminist theory. Maya Malik and Momin M. Malik introduce
and explore the process of how people from technical disciplines come to embrace more critical orientations,
describing the importance of these awakenings for technology ethics and social justice. Sabelo Mhlambi critiques data
colonialism and surveillance capitalism, arguing for technology development grounded in the Sub-Saharan African
philosophy of Ubuntu to AI.
We are deeply grateful to the many, many people who contributed to this special issue. All of the authors shared their
wisdom and care in crafting their articles. In addition to these authors, many Ethical Tech Working Group peers have
heavily influenced our perspectives, including Doaa Abu Elyounes, Kendra Albert, Bao Kham Chau, Mary Gray, Jenn
Halen, Dean Jansen, Ram Kumar, Keith Porcaro, Boaz Sender, and Suchana Seth. We could not have done our work
without the support of the Berkman Klein Center Staff: Carey Anderson, Sebastian Diaz, Daniel Jones, Reuben
Langevin, and Ellen Popko, who made all of our events and convenings possible; and Becca Tabasky, who tirelessly
built community and taught us how to effectively bring everyone to the table.
We are also grateful to the Journal of Social Computing for the opportunity to publish this special issue and all of
the labor that went into it. Peaks Krafft provided the initial connection that made this special issue possible and managed
many of the logistics, including the peer review process. The Editors-in-Chief—Xiaoming Fu, James Evans, and JarDer Luo—embraced the vision of the special issue and supported all of our efforts. The staff at Information Science
Division, Tsinghua University Press managed the entire publication process. Finally, the many peer reviewers provided
thoughtful feedback and substantially improved each article.
Collectively, the articles in this special issue provide a range of perspectives and proposals regarding the value of
tech ethics and paths forward for improving digital technologies. These varied perspectives embody our commitment
to honoring all forms of knowledge and expertise, particularly those forms that technologists all too often ignore. While
many of the articles reflect common viewpoints, there is also disagreement across articles—in some cases explicit, in
others implicit —regarding questions such as the proper role for “ethics” and strategies for interacting with the
technology industry. Our goal is not to produce precisely defined answers. Instead, we aim to explore the contours of
debate and action related to technology ethics, in the service of a more just society. We hope that this special issue
will help you to do the same.
In solidarity,
Ben Green (Special Issue Editor)
Kathy Pham (Berkman Klein Center Ethical Tech Working Group Co-Founder)

